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The Variable Geometries of Turkey’s European Integration

By Fabrizio Tassinari
 
The case of Turkey’s relations with Europe, and particularly the country’s bid for membership in the European Union (EU), rank among the most complex and disputed topics in the current European public debate. Turkey’s vast size and growing population, its uneven wealth distribution and its cultural and religious heritage constitute the central arguments shaping this debate. More essentially, however, the sensitivities surrounding the Turkish issue revolve around the question of spatial, strategic, and conceptual limits of Europe. 
This article contends that the notion of ‘variable geometries’ provides a notable contribution to capture the impact that Turkey’s deeper ties with the EU is having on the evolving map of the wider Europe. 

The question of ‘variable geometries’
 has long entertained political and intellectual elites in Europe. It emerged and thrived in response to the tension between continuing widening of the EU on the one hand, and its internal functioning on the other. Some refer to it with pejorative connotations, i.e. the preference for a primarily intergovernmental, à la carte EU, in which member states cherry-pick aspects of European integration that best suit their national interests. For others, no less controversially, variable geometries signal the drive for a more cohesive and pragmatic ‘core Europe’. This would take the form of an avant-garde group of states committed to deepening political integration before the rest of the EU. More recently (see e.g. Grant 2006), this debate has been extended to countries lying at Europe’s doorsteps. In this context, variable geometries constitute a prism through which to observe options and implications of deeper political, economic and societal integration in Europe of certain countries in the wider European neighborhood. 
This study embraces this latest interpretation and sets to unravel the variable geometries of Turkey’s European integration by unfolding its most significant dimensions. First, the focus will be on institutions, and will unravel options for, and the rationale behind, deeper institutional ties of Turkey with the EU. Second, the study will venture into an analysis of Europe as a power constellation and explain what variable geometries mean in relation to Turkey’s role in the geopolitical setting of the wider European neighborhood. The last dimension is termed variable geometries of identity. Here the focus is on the very nature of the EU and Turkey as polities and on how both are changing as a result of their closer relations.
1: Variable Geometries of Institutions
Turkey is a candidate country for EU membership. Negotiations between Ankara and Brussels opened in October 2005, one year after the European Commission gave its go-ahead to that effect. The membership bid has dramatically influenced Turkey’s political, legal and economic landscape. Judicial reforms have attained notable achievements e.g. in relation to the abolition of the death penalty and the long-awaited reform of the penal code. Despite its great regional disparities, the recent record of the Turkish economy has also tremendously improved: the inflation rate is falling, currency is being stabilized, and the GDP is steadily growing. 

Notwithstanding all this, as the EU Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn warned, Turkey’s accession negotiations might be heading for a ‘train wreck’. The stated reasons, in this specific instance, concern Turkey’s reluctance to recognize Cyprus, a matter which will be discussed below. Both the EU and Turkey, however, well know that the malfunctions that could cause a crash of the enlargement train are more profound. In institutional terms, the predominant concerns can be probably synthesized in two factors: money and size. 
Certain countries in Europe have long being wary about the possible implications of a Turkish accession into the EU. They are concerned about their labor market stability and about the generous economic aid that will have to feed Turkey’s journey towards EU membership. Moreover, and especially in view of the current deadlock of the EU’s Constitutional Treaty, the fear is that Turkey’s accession will change the shape of EU institutional functioning beyond recognition. 
The stipulations of the EU-Turkey negotiating framework reflect these concerns and contain unprecedented possible restrictions to full EU membership. They indicate that, in the case of the Turkish accession, “long transitional periods, derogations, specific arrangements or permanent safeguard clauses” (EU-Turkey Negotiating Framework 2005, 6) may have to be considered. These provisions mean in effect that Turkey might—temporarily or permanently—never be fully integrated into the EU in fields such as free movement of persons, structural policies or agriculture. The EU decisions on Turkey’s negotiating framework, however, go further than that. They argue that “negotiations are an open-ended process, the outcome of which cannot be guaranteed beforehand” (ibid., 1) and that, should membership not be achieved, “it must be ensured that Turkey is fully anchored in the European structures through the strongest possible bond” (ibid.). 

These open formulations leave room for various interpretations and have generated in recent years alternative options to full EU membership, especially within conservative circles in Germany, France and Austria that most vehemently oppose Turkey’s EU integration. These include the so-called Privileged Partnership option (see e.g. Wissmann 2004), which deserves a closer look because it entails an offer of deeper integration of Turkey into the EU, and arguably the ‘strongest possible bond’, short of full membership. 
In the field economic governance, this proposal entails a substantial deepening of the existing Customs Union.
 This would be extended to form a comprehensive Free Trade Area including e.g. agricultural and textile products and property acquisitions by EU citizens or legal entities in Turkey. It would entail an enhancement of aid programs and the abolition of current restrictions on foreign actors operating in the Turkish non-financial service sector. 
In the field of foreign and security policy, Privileged Partnership would entail the highest possible degree of alignment of Turkey to EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). This would involve, inter alia, the adoption by Turkey of all CFSP positions (to which Turkey is to a significant extent already aligned), regular participation by the Turkish Foreign Minister in Council meetings, and a direct involvement in the EU’s fledging defense policy.  

In the field of internal security, Privileged Partnership would entail cooperation in the judiciary field, possibly leading to agreements on data protection, the exchange of personal data and the convergence of visa policies and practices. Very few concessions would be made from the part of the EU with regards to free movement of people. 
The Turkish establishment has flatly rejected these proposals (see, for instance Gul 2006). For one, the prospect of Privileged Partnership may considerably alter the conditionality mechanism that sustains enlargement negotiations and the pace of Turkey’s economic reforms. The rather emasculated participation of Turkey in EU institutions that is suggested in the Privileged Partnership would also not be acceptable to Turkey, in view of its experience in the Customs Union. Most importantly, the Privileged Partnership option is presented as a permanent alternative to EU membership. Its far-reaching scope would arguably signal the importance that the EU attaches to Turkey as a strategic partner for the Union. Yet, Turkey rejects it on the ground that it explicitly aims at taking off the table the ultimate incentive: full EU membership.
Following the variable geometries rationale that this study proposes, instead, alternatives should aim at offering credible options that allow the EU and the neighbouring countries concerned to approach, and stay the course of their respective objectives. The EU and Turkey have initiated negotiations and should continue them, unless objective reasons for suspension provided by the so-called Copenhagen criteria should arise. Alternative proposals should therefore be primarily aimed at providing a sense of purpose and commitment from both sides, regardless of the uncertainty and length that is inevitably bound to characterise the process. 

In this sense, an additional option for variable geometries of institutional integration is provided by that which analyst Cemal Karakas (2006) has termed ‘gradual integration’. According to such model, accession negotiations could be partitioned in three or four segments, relatively autonomous from each other and leading to a partial EU membership of Turkey as soon as negotiations in those sectors have been completed. In those fields, Turkey would enjoy voting rights (but not veto power) in the EU Council, consistently with the voting system that that will regulate the activities of the Council at the time this partial membership is achieved. 

Admittedly, such model could markedly affect the overall legality of the EU enlargement process. ‘Gradual integration’ would imply a rather radical change in the procedures, practices, and overall rationale characterizing the EU conditionality machine. What is more, it could lose momentum along the way and ossify into a ‘multispeed Europe,’ should Turkey deem a certain degree of partial integration satisfactory or renounce to move on to the next step. 
At the same time, what makes this model interesting is that it closely resembles the current state of affairs of EU-Turkey relations. It is indeed rarely noted both in Europe and in Turkey that, regardless of the ultimate outcome of the accession negotiations, the stipulations of the “negotiating framework” already hints at a differentiated format of integration of Turkey in the EU. In other words, while the notion of Privileged Partnership may be excessively politicized in the domestic rhetoric of certain EU countries, a prospective EU member Turkey will be anyhow offered a much more fuzzy, ‘variable’ arrangement of European integration than any of the countries that joined the Union in the previous decades. 

A model of ‘gradual’ institutional integration would remain conditional to Turkey’s pace of reforms but does not preclude full EU membership as an endpoint and proposes an incremental way to ensure a degree of integration that is proportional to the objective progress of the country.     
2: Variable Geometries of Power
Regardless of the progress in the accession negotiations, Turkey’s foreign policy choices are already having major implications on the wider European power constellation and on the EU’s own foreign policy ambitions. 
One of the most significant contexts in this respect is the broader Middle East region, the diverse area stretching from the Eastern Mediterranean to Iraq and Iran. Turkey’s position in the Eastern Mediterranean is closely linked to the EU accession process because of the Cyprus conflict. The plan of the former UN Secretary General presumably remains the basis for the currently stalled peace process, but was famously rejected by the Greek Cypriot population in the 2004 referendum. As an EU member state, Cyprus seems to have now acquired a disproportionate leverage over the EU decision making which effectively hinders Turkey’s role in the region. 

In this area, indeed, Turkey has also been part of the ailing EU’s Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. Over the past decade, Turkey has been fairly inactive with respect to EU-sponsored Mediterranean cooperation, primarily because this was perceived as a possible alternative to EU membership. This scenario was effectively sidelined by the opening of the accession negotiations, but has recently resurfaced in connection with the idea of French President Nicolas Sarkozy of a ‘Mediterranean Union’ embracing Turkey. 
Turkey’s closer relations with the EU may in the long run also affect the Union’s role in developments in the Arab-Israeli conflict, Iraq and, further east, Iran. As far as the Arab-Israeli conflict is concerned, Turkey’s position appears to converge with the mainstream EU view. Turkey has not refrained from criticizing Israel’s policies vis-à-vis the Palestinians. At the same time, Turkey’s ties with Israel have proven to be very solid in recent years, especially in the military and economic fields. Turkey has also a self-evident interest and an important logistical role in the stability of Iraq, with which it shares a border and a sizeable Kurdish minority. The smoothing of bilateral relations with Iran is witnessed by their increasing economic cooperation. All this turns Turkey into a major complementary asset in relation to the efforts of the international community—and particularly the Germany-France-UK trio representing the EU—negotiating with Teheran on its nuclear enrichment program (see, e.g. Zaman 2006). 

Besides the greater Middle East, two further dimensions are provided by Ankara’s relations with the Central Asian republics and by its role in the Black Sea area. In Central Asia, there are cultural and historical ties that, in the past, fed a movement that is known as ‘Pan-Turkism’. Over time, Pan-Turkism has lost relevance, partly because of its inherent implausibility in the post-Soviet authoritarian contexts of the countries concerned. In its stead, a softer, more cooperative attitude has taken over, focusing on Turkey’s economic investment in the region and on its support for democratic reforms in these countries. As the EU prepares to launch its Central Asian Strategy, Turkey’s position is likely to represent an important strategic asset. 
In light of Romania’s and Bulgaria’s accession to the EU, the Black Sea is becoming a major crossroads of threats and challenges for the enlarged Union (Tassinari 2006). Turkey’s role in the region is of central importance not only because of geo-economic interests deriving from transit of oil and gas though the region, but also because of more traditional geopolitical reasons. Most notably, Turkey’s role in the South Caucasus remains highly relevant and, at the same time, problematic. It is relevant because of the diaspora from Georgia and Abkhazia hosted by Turkey, and because of the several sectoral agreements that Turkey has signed with Georgia and Azerbaijan. Turkey’s role is however problematic, because of the historically tense relations with Armenia, and consequent suspicion of bias in relation to some of the frozen conflicts in the area, most notably the Nagorno-Karabakh one.

Besides the specific regional contexts, an assessment of Turkey’s role in the wider European power constellation ought to account also for Ankara’s relations with the two other centers of power relevant to Europe’s geopolitics: the United States and Russia. As far as the U.S. is concerned, Turkey traditionally enjoys a high degree of trust and leverage because of its steady and firm place in the ‘West’, epitomized by its NATO membership. Over the decades, Washington has persistently pushed for a closer engagement of the EU with Turkey. This might have represented an important background contribution to decisions taken in the 1990s, such as the 1999 Helsinki European Council that acknowledged Turkey as an EU candidate country. However, later on, and particularly during the current Bush administration, Washington’s pro-enlargement pressure has been less effective, and perhaps even counterproductive. In addition to the objective difficulties that the EU is faced with in relation to Turkey’s prospective accession, indeed, American ‘interference’ in European affairs has provoked a more widespread uneasiness, especially within certain ‘older’ EU quarters (Economist 2005, 5).

Ankara’s own attitude vis-à-vis the U.S. is less uncritical than it used to be. In 2003, the Turkish Parliament famously rejected a resolution that would have allowed the transit of U.S. troops on their way to open a second, northern front, in Iraq. This was due not only to the perceived risks coming from an area—predominantly Kurdish—that remains highly volatile for Turkey’s own security. Ankara’s refusal was arguably also a demonstrative act against Washington’s unilateral choice on Iraq. In addition, Turkey disapproves of Washington’s focus on the problematic issue of the slaughter of two million Armenians in 1915-1923 perpetrated by the then Ottoman Empire, which Turkey refuses to acknowledge as ‘genocide’ (International Herald Tribune, 2007).  

Turkey’s strategic relevance is just as significant when it comes to Russia. Bilateral relations between Russia and Turkey (and the entities that preceded them) are characterized by a centuries-long history of power-political confrontation. This zero-sum way of approaching the bilateral relations in some respect still applies, when looking for example at Russia’s wariness vis-à-vis Turkey’s role as a NATO member or its ever-closer relations with the EU. 

On the other hand, Turkey’s ambition to become Europe’s ‘fourth artery’ of hydrocarbons transit (Roberts 2004) turns Russia into a natural partner. Ankara’s asset in this context is provided by its strategic geographical centrality in relation to both the North-South routes, favored by Russia (e.g. the so-called ‘Blue Stream’ pipeline) and the East-West ones, sponsored by the U.S. and the EU (e.g. Baku-Tiblisi-Ceyhan; Nabucco pipelines). Turkey stands between the ever-increasing assertiveness of Russia’s state-run companies to control transit routes and Europe’s muffled attempts to diversify its energy sources, and pragmatically seeks to accommodate both.
Both pro- and anti-Turkey camps within the EU have exploited foreign policy issues when making their case on Ankara’s EU enlargement prospect. And so has the Turkish establishment. What this critical tour d’horizon of Turkey’s foreign policy vis-à-vis the EU reveals is that, first, Turkey inevitably plays a major role in each of the foreign policy contexts in which the EU is involved. 
Secondly, it suggests that this role may in some cases constitute a major asset for the foreign policy ambitions of the EU, while in other it complicates the already precarious EU standing. Put it another way, an EU member Turkey would expand the currently impalpable foreign policy reach of the Union, but the extent and mode of this expansion will vary greatly, depending on the regions and countries.  

3: Variable Geometries of Identity
This last dimension is arguably the most controversial as it concerns the way in which the Turkish polity affects, and is affected by, the very nature of the EU as a polity. In order to appreciate the relevance of ideas in this debate, one ought necessarily begin with a critical overview of the rather unique markers characterizing Turkey’s national identity.
Turkey’s tradition of ‘civic nationalism’ is perhaps the most venerated legacy of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s revolution and of his monumental enterprise of state-building. Mustafa Kemal set about reshaping a heterogeneous community by means of staunch secularism, enlightened modernization of the state institutions and the (re)invention of Turkishness (Tocci 2001). ‘Kemalism’ succeeded in forging a modern state by means of populism—which here concerns specifically the side-lining of class and ethnic divisions within society—and by attributing a fundamental role to state institutions in governing Turkey’s economic structures. 

Over the decades, however, it became apparent that this striving for modernity ‘from above’ entailed as well a verticalization of power, with an all-encompassing, essentialist state ruling over a rigid and somewhat constrained society. In other words, the monolithic Kemalist elite succeeded in forging a modern state but did not allow a modern nation to emerge out of it. 

The roles played by political Islam and by the military in the history of modern Turkey provide the most egregious examples of this dynamic. In the Ottoman Empire, Islam was an organizing, community-building principle, in which the brotherhood among believers generated a sense of social affiliation for the individual subject. As the modernization of Turkey proceeded in opposition to class divisions, religious affiliations and ethnic origins, the Kemalist elite turned Islamism from a marker of national identity into a rather individualistic credo (see Aydin and Keyman 2004). 
With the rise of the multi-party system in the 1960s, the Kemalist elite—and particularly the military as the most Kemalist of Turkish institutions—revived political Islamism in order to oppose liberal and leftist parties. The association between Kemalism and political Islam functioned quite effectively in the 1980s to marginalize these emerging ‘Western’ ideologies. However, the fact that the Kemalist elite enfranchised political Islam also meant a sea-change for the essentialist discourse characterizing Turkish identity-building. In fact, while in the short run the alliance with the Islamists allowed the Kemalists to preserve their hold on power, in the long run it backfired, as it broke the taboo on exclusion and fostered the emergence of competing identity discourses (see for this interpretation ibid., 8-9). 

The 2002 electoral success of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) can be interpreted in this context. The victory of the moderate Islamist AKP marks a stinging popular rejection of the binary, exclusionary discourse upon which Turkish identity was defined by the Kemalist elite and is a landmark signal of how inclusive, overlapping discourses eventually come to articulate the ongoing debate on Turkish democracy (ibid.). The reforms of Turkey’s democratic institutions and practices enacted by the AKP-led government—e.g. a diminution of the power of the military over civilian institutions, a significant overhaul of the legal system and a more forthcoming approach to the Kurdish minority issue—are an intrinsic part of this evolution of the Turkish democracy. This domestic evolution is important to understand the challenges posed by the EU accession process to Europe’s and Turkey’s respective polities. 
Within Turkey, the EU membership perspective has represented a crucial test to the most basic values of Turkey’s Kemalist foundations—i.e. populism, etatism, and its intrinsically Weberian notion of state sovereignty. The EU has become the anchor and the boost for AKP-sponsored reforms and the enlargement process has accompanied and supported the country’s own domestic transformation. 
At the same time, the EU’s strict and often standardized interpretations of the notions of tolerance, secularism and democracy, coupled with Europe’s irritating ambiguity over the question of Turkey’s membership, have had a negative impact on the Turkish public opinion and elites. The plummeting rates of EU approval within the Turkish population—from over 60% in 2005 to less than 40% this year—testify to this. And so does, according to some local observers (see e.g. Aydin Düzgit, 2007) the recent controversy over the candidature of the mildly Islamist Foreign Minister Abdullah Gul to the post of President of the Republic. 

Within the EU, the prospect of enlargement towards Turkey has coincided with a period of uncertainty and deep introspection. This was sparked by contingent occurrences such as the internal split over the Iraq war, but also by more fundamental developments such as the 2004 Eastern enlargement, the rise and fall of the Constitutional debate, and the increasingly problematic relations of some EU countries with their migrant communities. Because of all this, the issue of Turkey’s membership has become a central battlefield of opposing discourses on European identity. Skeptics have been very explicit in arguing that enlargement towards a Muslim country such as a Turkey would spell ‘the end of the EU’. Those in favor argue that Turkey’s EU membership is a historical opportunity for Europe to reflect upon its constitutive values and norms and their power. 

This dilemma is inevitably connected to the impact that Turkey’s EU accession process is perceived to have on the geographical scope and ultimate purpose—what in EU jargon is often called ‘finality’—of the EU as a polity. A central aspect of this debate, addressed by both supporters and opponents of Turkey’s membership, regards the extent to which Turkey’s internal transformation can represent a precursor for democratization in broader Middle East. On the one hand, skeptics will argue that Turkey’s path to modernization has differed greatly from that of the other states in the Arab-Muslim world and that Turkey can hardly provide a viable model for them. On the other hand, the argument is that the achievements of Turkey’s moderately Islamist government could be of inspiration to some Arab-Muslim states, especially those which remain autocratic but have opened up extensively to economic liberalization, e.g. Morocco or Jordan. 
Given the present uncertainty surrounding EU-Turkey negotiations, these arguments are speculative at best. What can be argued, however, is that while Turkey’s democratization has been boosted by the prospect of EU membership, enlargement is a possibility that will not surface in the case of the Arab-Muslim countries. Hence, the main lesson coming from Turkey with regards to the EU’s political ‘actorness’ is paradoxically quite independent of Turkey’s own fate but inextricably tied to the way in which the EU is conducting negotiations with Ankara. It is that EU influence as an actor depends on the clarity of its strategy, on the attractiveness of the incentives it can offer and on the credibility of the conditions that are attached to them. 
4: Conclusions: 

The notion of variable geometries offers a useful interpretative tool to observe the implications of the Turkish issue on the political, strategic and normative map of the wider Europe.       

At the institutional level, variable geometries suggest that Turkey’s EU Membership application has already changed radically the practices and mechanisms of European integration. Regardless of whether the present, troubled accession negotiations will eventually result in EU membership, Turkey will be attached to the EU in a way that is different from any previous enlargement of the Union. This will have inevitable implications on the pace and scope of further widening and deepening of the EU, which ought be acknowledged in order to ponder a more pragmatic debate on the future of European integration.  

Turkey’s geopolitical centrality in its own, vast strategic environment is bound to remain both an asset and a liability in the EU’s foreign policy ambitions, depending on the regions and the countries at stake. As both pro- and anti-Turkey camps within the EU continue to exploit this aspect, the paradoxical conclusion in this respect is that both Turkey and the EU may be better off keeping the enlargement debate as distinct as possible from the question of Turkey’s geo-strategic relevance. 

What was here termed as variable geometries of identity is arguably the most elusive and controversial of all three dimensions. Turkey wishes to see its inherent difference legitimized by and in Europe, although the enlargement prospect seems to have exacerbated contrasting views within Turkey as to what this difference consists of. On the other hand, deeper relations between Turkey and the EU have forced Europe to reflect upon its own self-declared diversity, triggering a phase of profound introspection about the Union’s own identity, finality and legitimacy.
The notion of variable geometries is in no way meant to provide a recipe to resolve the EU-Turkey conundrum. But what this study has revealed is that the endpoint of the EU accession process may ultimately matter less than the implications that enlargement negotiations have already produced on Turkey’s and Europe’s respective polities.    
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� “Variable-geometry”, as defined in the EU Glossary refers to “a method of differentiated integration which acknowledges that there are irreconcilable differences within the integration structure and therefore allows for a permanent separation between a group of Member States and a number of less developed integration units” (EU Glossary).





�The Custom Union between Turkey and the EU covers an estimated 30% of the goods produced in Turkey and applies to industrial goods with the exception of agriculture, services and public procurement. Under the Custom Union, Turkey is already required to abide to the relevant parts of the EU legislation e.g in relation to industrial standards, without having any decision-making right attached to it. 
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